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Reasoning draws a conclusion and makes us grant the conclusion, but does not make the conclusion certain, nor
does it remove doubt so that the mind may rest on the intuition of truth, unless the mind discovers it by the path of
experience . . . . Therefore reasoning does not suffice, but experience does.
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Roger Bacon, Opus Majus (Burke)
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Foreword

The history of my connection with the Vovnich manuscript is as follows: in 1951 Mr. William F. Friedman introduced
me to the manuscript and [ spent my spare time in studying the combinations of the most commonly occurring symbols. |
wrote a report of my work for Mr. Friedman. I should mention that the only part of the manuscript which was available ¢o
me at the time was the twenty pages at the end which contain no illustrations. Ia fact he deliberately used me as a
control— he told me nothing other than the information about the manuscript contained in the book The Cipher of Roger
Bacon by Newbold. On the strength of this study I came to the rather definite conclusion that the text could not have been
arrived at merely by the substitution of single symbols for letters whatever the language involved.

Subsequently about twelve vears ago I read a paper to the Baltimore Bibliophiles covering the history of the manuscript
and some of the attempts to decipher it. This paper, almost unaltered, was printed in an internal office journal.

In the fall of 1975 I read a paper on the subject to a group of colleagues. As this occasion was rather widely advertised
within the organization. it attracted quite a large audience and the attention of some of those who attended was drawn to the
study of the manuscript. -

From the time when Mr. Friedman's health began to fail. I have acted as a sort of unofficial coordinator of the work of
some of the people who have been working on the problem. and when Miss Mary D Imperio told me of her interest. |
suggested that she should assume this responsibility.

She has written a far more comprehensive and more scholarly survev of the problem than mine and it will. I believe.
become the definitive background of future work in this field.

To my knowledge there have been three rather extensive analyses of the script of the manuscript. by Mr. Friedman. by
me. and by Captain Prescott Currier. Of these. I believe Captain Currier's to be far the most complete. All three have
reached similar conclusions at anv rate in some aspects. and I find mvself quite unable to accept any suggested solution unless
it takes account of these analyses.

John H. Tiltman

24 November 1976
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Introduction

The reader mav well wonder. "Why still another paper on the Voynich manuscript?” So much has been written already
on that most studied, most curious, and most mysterious manuscript upon which so many researchers have exhausted their
faculties in vain. Perhaps a few words of explanation might be useful in setting the stage for the reader. and in presenting the
motivation for chis monograph.

As a relativelv recent newcomer to the ranks of Voyaich manuscript students. I have unwittingly retcaced the steps of all
my predecessors. rediscovering their sources, repeating their experiments, growing excited over the same promising leads that
excited them, and learning onlv later that all these things had alseady been tried and had failed. often several times. I have
no wish to imply that | regret any of my efforts. In fact, I little suspected. when I was first introduced to the problem of the
Voynich manuscripe at Brigadier Tiltman's lecture in November 1975, that [ would spend all my spare time for the next
vear on an intellectual and spiritual journey spanning so many centuries and ranging over so many aspects of art, history,
philosophv. and philology. I have thoroughly enjoved every moment of mv investigations. and would not give them up at any
price.
The fact remains that. in spite of all the papers that others have written about the manuscript. there is,_to.my knowledge. <
no complete survey of all the approaches. ideas, background information and analvtic studies that have accumulated over the
nearly fifty-five vears since the manuscript was discovered by Wilfrid M. Voynich in 1912, Most of the papers have been
written either to advance or to refute a particular theory. providing in passing a brief glance at others™ efforts. primarily to
sweep them out of the way. Some presentations provide good treatments of some aspects of the problem, notably those by
Vovnich (1921). Newbold (1928), Tiltman (1968). and Krischer (1969}. Much vital information, however, is to be found ,'f :
only in uwbhshed notes and papers inaccessible to mosf § students. I have felt that it would be useful to pull@gether all tha .7 '
informati«"jL CoRId 8BGih from all the sources # hﬁ"e,exa’mmed and to present it in an orderly fashion. ¥ hope thabthe
resulting survey will provide a firm basis upon which other students mav build their work. whether they seek to decipher the
text or simply to learn more about the problem. &&—-

This monograph will be arranged in four main sections. First. I will present a survey of all the basic facts of the problem:
the "givens'’, as it were. Second, I will trv to cover all the primarv avenues of attack and the information relevant to each:
the external characteristics of the manuscript itself. the drawings, and the text. Third. I will survev the major claims of
decipherment and other substantial analvtic work carried out by various researchers. Fourth, I will provide a rapid sketch of
collateral and background topics which seem likely to be useful. An extensive bibliographv is included. comprising books and
papers on the Vovnich manuscript itself and on a variety of related topics.

1 wish to express mv appreciation for the generous aid of John H. Tiltman. without whose encouragement this mono-
graph would never have been completed. I wish also to thank Stuart Buck, Edwin S. Spiegelthal. and Stuart MacClintock.
who proofread mv manuscript and offered many helpful criticisms and suggestions.
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Chapter 1
The Known Facts

1.1 The Manuscript As Found

It seems important first of all to distinguish clearly between the givens—- the incontrovertible facts available o all students
of the manuscript - and the lush growth of conjecture that has accumulated around the few meagre certainties we have. A
clear physical description of the codex itself is provided by several authors. The entry in the catalogue of H. P. Kraus
(antiquarian bookdealer and owner of the manuscript for 2 number of vears) provides an excellent. compact sketch (see
figure 1). In brief, the mysterious manuscript consists in a small quarto volume, with leaves of varying size but of an average
nine by six inches, some multiply folded. Most pages contain. in addition to copious text in the unknown script (which I will
call the "Voynich script” throughout this paper). colored pictures of considerable variety. whase meaning is open to
conjecture. Most appear to represent plants, astrological or cosmological material, and pharmaceutical recipes, while a few
show human figures surrounded by bizarre objects in scenes of undetermined import. The text and drawings will be studied
in considerable detail in Chapters 3 and 4.

The manuscript has no cover; the first page contains only four brief paragraphs of text without pictures. but with an
apparent crude attempt at rubrication by means of enlarged and embellished initial characters in red ink. The last page shows
a few lines of writing near the top. in a different script or mixture of scripts than the bulk of the text. along with a few
symbols from the Vovnich script. and a scattering of sketchv drawings of animals, people, and other unidentifiable objects in
the upper left corner. Some leaves in the body of the manuscript alse contain jottings (largely illegible) in scripts and hands
apparently differing from the majority of the text. These atvpical scraps of writing will be dealt with more fully below.

We have one other bit of concrete datu to exploit: a letter. found between the pages of the manuscript by Wilfrid
Voynich. Figure 2 shows this letter, and figure 3 provides its translation from Latin as prepared for Vovnich and published
by him (1921, p. 27). The letter was written by Joannus Marcus Marci in Prague to accompanv his gift of the manuscript to
Athanasius Kircher, $. J.. in Rome. The letter adds the following solid facts to our knowledge (as fleshed out by the research
of Vovnich, which he describes in interesting derail in the work cited above):

The manuscript was in the hands of Joannus Marcus Marci (A.D. 1595-16671. official physician to Emperor Rudolph 11
of Bohemia (A.D. 1552-1612). in the vear 1665 or 1666.

It had previousiy been in the possession of one ar more other persons. otherwise unidentified. probably associated with the
court of Rudolph 11.

Tt passed from the possession of Marci to Athanasius Kircher in 1665 or 1666. and remained in his hands for an
unknown period of time.

It had been sold to Rudolph by an unidentified person at an unstated ume for the large sum of 600 ducats. according to
information provided to Marci by a Dr. Raphael Missowsky (A.D. 1580-1644). who was a familiar at the courts of
Rudolph and his successors.

Another nugget of information was wrested from the enigmatic pages of the manuscript itself as a result of a forcunate
accident. A mishap during photographic reproduction of the manuscript revealed a partially erased signature on the first
page. Examined under infra-red light. this signature was found to be “Jacobj 3 Tepenece™. that of a man identified by
Vovaich as Jacobus Horcicky de Tepenecz (d. 1622). This man was director of Rudolph's botanical gardens and alchemical
laboracory. He did not acquire the patent of nobility with the title "de Tepenecz™ unti] after 1608. Thus, we have one
additional fact: the manuscript was in the hands of another familiar at Rudolph's court at some time during the period from
1608 to 1622.

The fast bit of concrete evidence we have is the place where the manuscript was found by Vovnich in 1912; this source
was kept secret for some years. in the expectation that Voynich might wish to return and purchase more manuscripts there. It
was ultimately revealed to be the Villa Mondragone. in Italv not far from Rome. The following is a précs of information
concerning Mondragone. gathered by fohn Tiltman:

A villa in Frascan near Rome. buile by Cardinal Altemps abour 1570 In 1582 Pope Gregors X1 tsaed trom Mondragone the

bull retormmng the calendar. The villa apparently continued 1n the Altemps family . as i 1620 a later member bequeathed the Mondragone
Itbeary to the Vatican Libracy In 1865 the villa became 4 Jesun College which was finally dosed in 1953 [Filtman 1968, p 2




This, then. is all we really know for certain about the enigmatic codex: what observant students have seen in the book
itself, and the letter that accompanied it when found. (So far as I can discover. no scientific study of any kind has ever been
carried out on the inks. pigments, or parchment; and no attempt has been made to examine the pages under special light for
hidden writing.) Upon this meagre foundation of fact, an imposing edifice of deduction and guesswork has been erected
through creative research and persistent scholarship. first by Wilfrid Voyaich, and then by a succession of Jater students.
Later sections of this paper will deal in fuller detail with these conjectures. many of which seem well founded and of certain
value to future students of the manuscript.

1.2 The Known History of the Manuscript

A set of solid bench marks can be assembled from the sources described above, and summarized as follows:

The manuscript was in the hands of some unknown person who brought it to Rudolph’s court some time before 1608.

It was in the possession of Jacobus de Tepenecz for some time after 1608 and before his death in 1622.

It was held for some time by another person. unidentified, who willed it to Joannus Marcus Marci sometime before 1665
or 1660.

It was sent by Marci from Prague. during 1665 or 1666, to his old teacher. Athanasius Kircher, in Rome.

It did not then reenter recorded history until it was discovered by Wilfrid Vovnich at the Villa Mondragone, Frascat,
laalvin 1912

After the death of Vovaich in 1930, the manuscript remained in the estate of his widow {author of a well-known novel.
The Gadfly. which enjoved great popularity in the Soviet Union). Mrs. Voynich died in Julv 1960. Miss A. M. Nill. a close
triend and companion of Mrs. Voynich over many vears, was co-owner of the manuscript.

It was purchased on July 12. 1961, by Hans P. Kraus, New York antiquarian bookseller, for $24.,500.

Kraus valued the manuscript at $100,000, and later at $160,000; he tried repeatedly to find a buyer for it at those prices.
Finally. in 1960, he presented it to the Beinecke Rare Book Librarv of Yale University, where it now remains, catalogued as
manuscript 408, and valued at $125.000 to $500.000, according to different sources. (Information concerning the modern
history of the manuscript was obtained from Tiltman 1968 and from unpublished notes kept by Miss Nill for herself and for
Mr. and Mrs. Voyaich. }
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Chapter 2

Avenues of Attack on th:: Problem: A Survey

In this chapter I will attempt to cover as much as possible of the great variety of conjecture. reasoning. research. and
investigation that has been carried out by a wide range of scholars, from Vovnich down to those of recent years. 1 have
arranged this material under a selection of topics relating to important characteristics of the manuscript. (its provenience.
date. original language. authorship, etc.). which have excited the curiosity and exercised the ingenuity of all its many
students. I can lay claim to a knowledge of only a small part of the work that mav now be in progress or that may have been
done in the recent past; many people have undoubtedly carried on their work alone, and their ideas and results have become
known only to their immediate colleagues and acquaintances. Anv dav now, a new announcement of success could break
upon the world from one of these students. 1 hope that the present summary. however incomplete. mav serve to gather
together more information about the manuscript and its researchers than has hitherto been available in one place.

2.1 Conjectures Concerning the History of the Manuscript

Soon after his discovery of the manuscript. Vovnich undertook @ very competent and thorough investigation of its historv.
He turned up a wealth of interesting data. and succeeded in piecing together a plausible sequence of events to fill in most of
the blank spots between the known benchmarks. He traced the origin of the manuscript to Roger Bacon (12147-1292¢), a
learned Franciscan scholar and philosopher. renowned in later times for his occult powers. Of Roger Bacon much more will
be said below (see Sections 2.2.2. 5.1 and Chapter 7). Vovnich stated that he had fastened upon Bacon as the most likely
candidate for authorship by a process of elimination. assuming. as he did. a thirteenth century date for the manuscript even
before he saw the letter from Marci mentioning the similar belief held bv someone at the court of Rudolph 1I. Vovnich's
statement of his reasoning while examining the manuscript at the castle where he found it is worth quoting in full.

“Even 4 necessantly briet examination of the vellum upon which it was weitten. the calligraphy. the drawings and the prigments suggested to
me as the date of 1ts ongin the latter part of the thirteenth century. The drawings indicated 18 to be an encvclopedic work on natural phalos.
ophv. 1 hasuls considered the question of possible authorship ot the work und the names of onfy two thirteenth century scholars who could
have written on such 4 vartety of subjects occurred 1o me: first. Albertus Magnus. whom | at once eliminated trom consideration because
his ecclestastical and political position was such that st could not have been necessary tor him to conceal anyv of his writings in ¢ipher. and
secondly. the Franascan Friar, Roger Bacon. an infinitely greater scholar, who had been persecuted on account of hiv writings and whose
saentific discoveries had been miscepresented as black magic. Moreover. for many vears he had been forbidden by his order w0 write
and he himself referred i his works to the necessity of hiding hs great secrets maphee, {1921 pp 1S —4l6 |

Vovnich continues. relating his discovery of the Marci letter as follows:

“Te was not untl some nme atter the manusenpe came into my hands that ©read the document bearing the date 1665 ror 10661, which
was attached to the tront cover Because of s Lare date 1 had regarded 1t as of no consequence. and therefore neplected o duning the fira
examenation of the manuscript P ile|

He must have been gratified indeed to find his conjectural attribution of the manuscript to Bacon thus dramatically
corroborated.

Next. Voynich turned his attention to teasing as much additional information as he could from the facts at his disposal. He
uncovered a quantity of fascinating detail concerning the personages mentioned in the letter and otherwise suspected to have
been associated with the manuscript. many of them familiars of Rudolph [1 and members of his court. The subject of
Rudolph. the scientific and pseudo-scientific movements that grew up around him. and the astonishing flock of scientists.
spies, charlatans, and other flamboyant personalities that converged upon Prague during Rudolph’s reign. is in itself a
valuable area for study. The work published on this topic by Bolton (1904) is quite out of date, and while enjovable reading.
fails to do justice to the subject in the light of today's scholarship. Evans (1973) provides a detailed. up-to-date presentation
on Rudolph and the elaborate and interesting culture surrounding his court. Evans makewa tantalizingly brief mention of the
Voynich manuscript, but does not add anything to our knowledge of its origin.

Here. in brief. is my chronological outline of the hypotheses Voynich put forward to fill the gaps in the known history of
the manuscript. and to suggest further lines of investigation to complete che picture (all information in the outline below is
from Voynich 1921).

e e = - ———— e+ e —m—r——
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Latter half of the thirteenth century. The manuscript was penned by Roger Bacon. as a record of his secret discoveries of
science or magic.

— 15382 The manuscript rested in some monastic library in England until the dissolution of the religious houses at the
time o the Reformation: this destruction began in 1538.

15472 Many Bacon manuscripts (some say as many as 1200 all told) were collected by Dr. John Dee, Elizabethan
mathematician and astrologer (of whom more will be said below in Chapter 8). He obtained these, Voynich suggests.
through his association with John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, whn amassed a large fortune through the rapacious
spoliation of religious houses during the Reformation. Qur manuscript could have come into Dee’s hands as early as 1547,
according to Vovnich. While it was in Dee’s possession. he made vigorous attempts to decipher it. as attested by a remark in
a much later letter (dated 1675) quoting Arthur Dee, John Dee’s son, to the effect that he had seen his father spending
much time over a book "all in hieroglyphicks™ (on this matter. see also Section 8.9 below).

1584-1588. John Dee, failing in his attempts to decipher it. carried the manuscript to Prague on one of his visits to
Rudolph’s court between 1584 and 1588. It was. then. to Dee or someone representing him that Rudolph paid the 600
ducats which was his price for the manuscript. It was probably also Dee who convinced Rudolph or others at the court of
Roger Bacon's authorship; Dee was to a considerable degree obsessed with Bacon throughout a large portion of his life, and
had a large part in disseminating knowledge of Bacon’s work and refurbishing the reputation of the thirteenth.century friar,
condemned by the Church and his contemporaries to centuries of neglect. Dee even claimed to be a descendant of Bacon
(whose real name, Dee claimed. had been "'David Dee’" and not Roger Bacon at all).

—1608¢ Rudolph made various attempts to get the manuscript decrvpted by his stable of scholars and experts. In this
endeavor, he may have committed the manuscript. for working purposes. into the keeping of Jacobus de Tepenecz, whose
name was written on it. and who mayv have kept it after Rudolph's abdication in 1611 and the subsequent looting and
dissolution of the Emperor’s extensive museum and collections. Since de Tepenecz was ennobled in 1608, he could not have
written his name on the manuscript in the form we see before that date.

—1622. de Tepenecz died in 1622, and we have no evidence for the history of the manuscript between that time and its
appearance in the hands of its next known owner. Marci.

- 16-44? According to the Marci letter. the manuscript was in the possession of an unknown owner, mutual friend of
Marci and Kircher, for some unknown period; indeed. it may have passed through several hands during that time. It must
have come into Marci's possession sometime before 1644. since Marci was able to discuss it with Dr. Raphael. who died in
that vear. Vovnich suggests (p. 419} that “research into the Bohemian State Archives will lead to the discovery’ of the
intimate friend of Marci and also of Kircher who had the manuscript between 1622 and 1644.

-1605/6. During the time between 1644 and 16695 or 1666, we are reasonably certain that the manuscript was in the
possession of Joannus Marcus Marci. and that it then passed into the hands of Athanasius Kircher. What Marci and Kircher
did with it while they had it. we do not know.

-1912. Voynich says, “my own impression is that Kircher left the manuscript to someone at the court of Parma. where
he had patrons and friends. and it probably remained in the possession of a member of the Farnese familv until. with other
manuscripts, it was removed to the collection in which I found it.”" (p. 430.)

Later researchers have added only a few details to this chronology so ingeniously ferreted out by Voynich. Brumbaugh
(1975. p. 347) suggests that Kircher himself mav have deposited the manuscript directly into the Villa at Mondragone.
John Manly (1921b, p. 188) claims that “it is clear that Marci did not possess the manuscript in 1640, when he was with
Kircher in Rome™, since he would naturally have given it to Kircher then. He also reports that Marci. in the preface of a
work entitled ""Idearum Operaticium Idea”. mentions as his mother-in-law one Laura, daughter of Dionisius Misserone.
who became director of Rudolph’s Imperial Museum. Manly implies that Misserone could have been the unknown friend
who bequeathed the manuscript to Marci. Finally, Manlv provides the interesting bit of information that the 600 ducats,
Rudolph’s payment for the manuscript. would be the equivalent of $14.000 in 1921, and he contributes some new data
regarding de Tepenecz: this scientist was obliged to flee the country during disturbances that took place in 1618, and mav
well have parted with the manuscript then, since it apparently remained in Prague.

Robert Steele. an eminent historian and Baconian scholar who has edited many of Roger Bacon's works (Bacon
1909-1940). concurs with Voynich in connecting the manuscript with John Dee. He says, "Mr. Voynich is, we believe.
right in his conjecture that it was sold by Dee to the Emperor Rudolph at the close of the sixteenth century, attributing it to
Roger Bacon, and that it was probably ‘the book containing nothing but hieroglyphics' of which Dee's son spoke to Sir.
Thos. Browne.”" (Steele 1928b. p. 563.)

I RS
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2.2 Authorship and Purpose
2.2.1 A !oax, a Forgery, or Nonsense?

Many students have had. at times. an uncomfortable suspicion that the mysterious codex upon which so much fruitless
effort had been spent might be a fabrication, its text representing nothing meaningful or orderly enough to be capable of
decipherment and translation. Wilfrid Vovnich seems to have felt that the manuscript was unquestionably a genuine
production of a thirteenth-century author. and specifically of Roger Bacon. Dr. Albert H. Carter (one time technical
historian of the Army Security Agency) states the opinion shared by most students who have grappled with the elegant puzzle
when he says. “"So much time and so much expense in vellum of excellent quality went into it, it cannot be a hoax. . . . It is
conceivably the work of a wealthv and learned, if deranged. person, but not a hoax™ (1946, p. 1). In an earlv report. John
Tiltman. one of the most faithful and thoroughgoing of the manuscript’s students, expresses his considered confidence in its
authenticity: ' do not believe the manuscript is completely meaningless. the ravings or doodlings of a lunatic. nor do 1
believe it is just a hoax - it is too elaborate and consistent for either. . . . About the worst thing it can be is a deliberate
forgery for gain. . . . I regard this as rather improbable. . . . (1951.p. 1.

In a more recent presentation, Tiltman reiterates these judgements, refusing to accept suggestions that the manuscript
contains only “meaningless doodlings””. He continues, “"There is more sense to the idea that the work is a forgery. This |
think is highly unlikelv. especially if Captain Currier’s ideas are correct.” (Tiltman 1975; the reference to Captain Currier
concerns his findings of multiple "hands™ in the text. for which see Section 6.8 below.) Erwin Panofsky. a prominent scholar
of medieval and Renaissance studies, added the weight of his learning to this view: "I should like to reiterate my opinion
that the Vovnich manuscript. whichever its place of origin. date and purpose. is certainly a perfectly authentic document™
(1954, p. 3). Finally. Elizabeth Friedman, wife of William Friedman (prominent cryptologist and student of the
manuscript) and a distinguished scholar and crepeologist in her own right. expresses a similar opinion: ~All scholars
competent to judge the manuscript . . . were  and still are —-agreed that ic is definitelv not a hoax or the doodlings of a
psvchotic but is a homogeneous, creative work of a serious scholar who had something to convey™ (1962).

At least one recent researcher has spoken out in favor of an opposing view, stating that the manuscript is in fact a forgery,
and mav contain a considerable quantity of meaningless "dummyv’’ text intended merely to fill it out to an impressive length.
Robert Brumbaugh (1974, 1975, 1976) claims that the book was expressly and calculatedly designed by some sixteenth.
century opportunist in order to fool the Emperor Rudolph into parting with the large sum of money that he did, indeed,
spend to obtain it. To this end. the text was provided with a wealth of apparently easy “keys'". and just enough easily deci-
pherable material on the last page to convince Rudolph’s experts that it would prove to be readable with the expenditure of
a reasonable amount of effort. Faked “evidence’ was also planted on the last page. according to Brumbaugh, to associate the
secret book closely to Roger Bacon - thae exciting and mvsterious possessor of impressive scientific and occult powers in
whom John Dee had been busilv raising interest to a fevered pitch at Rudolph’s court.

In spite of all this. Brumbaugh shares the view that the manuscript is not totally meaningless. He says. “There is an
underlving text . . . and sooner or later. by collaborative work. it will be read. There is no way of predicting what it will say.
it could be anvthing from a standard botany textbook to formulae for the Elixir of Life deriving from Roger Bacon™ (1975.
p. 354). Father Theodore C. Petersen. anather dedicated long-term student of the manuscript who possessed a wide
background of learning in history and philology. expresses his view thus: " There is agreement that the text of the Vovnich
manuscript obevs uniform rules which are constant and unchanging throughout the whele 240 extant quarto pages of
writing  indicating that the script contained an intelligible meaning for its writer ™ (1953, p. 11

Newbold. Feely. and Strong. the three other principal claimants (besides Brumbaughi to some degree of success in
deciphering the manuscript. all accepted it as a genuine and serious production ether of the thirteenth or the sixteenth
century. William Friedman also, while not to my knowledge associating the manuscript with anv specific author, regarded it
as a valid document with some content capable of being deciphered and read.

Some students of the manuscript. and others whao disclaim anv interest in it. have advanced the view that its content can
have no value for science or for the study of human thought. Tiltman, in his earlv report to Friedman, says. "I do not in anv
case imagine there is anvthing historically or scientifically important contained in the manuscript™” (1951, p. 112 this. in spite
of his deep and long-continued interest in the problem and his firm rejection of the theory that the manuscript is completely
meaningless or fraudulent. Elizebeth Friedman indicates that the lack of serious interest in the manuscript on the part of
scholars was, on at least one occasion. a cause of disappointment to her husband in his research: "It appears to be gibberish to
many serious-minded academics, who are apt to scoff at the idea that its solution would be of anv value to science or
learning - as did a great foundation to which Friedman once applied for a grant for the detailed study of the manuscript. In
the opinion of the board. a solution would not advance human knowledge. The manuscript probably contains onlv trivia, the
board said.” (1962)
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I must confess that I can see little justice in the reasoning of those “academics™ who dismiss the Voynich manuscript out of
hand. after what can only be the most superticial attention. Even if it is. in fact, a fabrication associated with the court of
Rudolph I, an understanding of who wrote it, its passage from one to another of Rudolph’s familiars. and the part it played
in the remarkable congeries of religious and political activities at Prague in those times could prove to be of great interest. In
the history of thought. it is not the intrinsic importance of a work that matters so much as its place within a larger pattern of
events and meanings. If the manuscript is a compilation, however "deranged”” or idiosvncratic. drawn from earlier magical,
alchemical, or medical works, 1t has at least as much intrinsic interest and “scientific’ import for the history of Western
thought as do other similar manuscripts which are readable. and concern only one topic (i.e.. they are either astrological. or
alchemical. or medical). Reputable scholars apparently see no waste of time in studving " plaintext’™ manuscripts of this tvpe.
and may spend much of their lives so occupied.

The Vovaich manuscript apr.ars to be unusual tn that it combines in one book at least four differenc medieval disciplines.
apparently with some attempt ¢y integrate them into a single syscem. If read. it could provide a highly interesting picture of a
theory or doctrine nterrelatiag all chese disciplines, ac least in the beliefs or practices of one individual or school. Finallv,
even if the text 1y totallv meaningless (a4 possibility that seems to me highly unlikely). a decipherment of the text in some
manner permitting an understanding of the code. cipher, or other concealment system emploved should be of great interest
for the history of crvptology. and perhaps also for the study of alphabets and writing svstems. In summarv, | could accept a
tinding that the manuscript was a hoax or a forgery: 1 might also accept the presence of a large amount of dummy or filler
text, to pad out the length of the document or to act as “cover”” text within which a shorter message is hidden. I cannot.
however. see any jusutication for dismissal of the manuscript as trivial or unworthy of careful and svstematic studv. We can
assess its value for human knowledge only ufrer we have read it, or at least learned quite a lot more about it.

2.2.2 Who Wrote It, and Why?

Roger Bacon (A.D. 12147-12027) as Author. Vovnich, as we have seen above. was certain of Bacon's authorship from
the autset. His reasoning, presented above (Section 2.1) need not be recapitulated here. William R. Newbold. the first would
be decipher ot the secret book. maintained that Bacon wrote it, as a diarv of novel scientific reseacches unacceptable (o the
Church. He intended the book. according to Newbold. for his favorite pupil John, or for some other disciple or friend.
providing the recipient with an oral key subsequently lost. The first chapter of the book describing Newbold's findings
presents an excellent sketch of Roger Bacon's life. writings. and thought. indicating that he had made a thorough study of
the thirteenth-century friar and his works (1928, pp. 1-281. ]. Malcolm Bird (1921) accepts Newbold s decipherment. and
the attribution to Bacon. in favar of which he provides a lengthy justification.

At least two other objective and painstaking researchers agree that there is no conclusive evidence against the original
authorship of the manuscript by Bacon (whether it is in his autograph hand or represents a later copy of his work). John M.
Maaly (prominent literary scholar who later retuted Newbold's solution) expressed his opinion thus in an early comment:
“That the manuscript is Bacon's, or even that it dates from the thirteenth centurv. cannot then be proven bv documeantary
evidence. but there is no evidence against this tradition. and the appearance of the manuscript itself confirms it. . . (1921, p.
189). Tileman concurs with this view: “There ts as vet no solid evidence that the manuscript 1s not by Roger Bacon, or a
copv of a work by him™™ (1968, p. 131. A number of prominent Baconian scholars accepted. indeed hailed with enthusiasm.
Newbold's claim to have proven that Bacon was the author (Carton 1929; Gilson 1928). For further discussion of this
question, see Chapter 7 below.

Roger Bacon Not the Author. Others are just emphatic in their rejection of Bacon either as the scribe or contributor of
anv content in the manuscript. The objections of some revolve around their rejection of an earlv date for the book. and their
apparent unwillingness to consider it as a later copv of Bacon's work. Thev cite opinions of experts dating the manuscript
around 1500. and therefore much too late to have been a work by Bacon. or even likelv to have been a copv (most copies of
Bacon's works that have come down to us were made in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). Seill others reject Baconian
authorship not. apparently. in general. but specifically as a part of their emphatic rejection of Newbold's decipherment and
his actribution of the manuscript to Bacon. along with such impossibly anachronistic activities as the invention of the
compound microscope and telescope. and their use to observe events within a frame of reference completelv foreign to
Bacon’s times. Erwin Panofsky has stated flatly that “The Roger Bacon theorv is in myv opinion at variance with all the
available facts and has been convincingly disproved bv Mr. Manlv'" (i.e.. in Manlv's articles demolishing Newbold's
theories) (1954, p. 2). Dr. Charles Singer, eminent historian of science. said in a letter to Tileman (12 November, 1957), "I
came to the conclusion that all suggestion of a knowledge of the microscope |again referring to Newbold's decipherment |
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was simply nonsense.” Finallv. Lvnn Thorndike has. with characteristic emphasis. stated his opinion that “"There is hardly
one chance in fifty that Roger Bacon had anv connection with the production of the Vovnich manuscript.” (1929, p. 319).

Anthony Askham as Author. Dr. Leonell C. Strong (whose claims to a decipherment of the manuscript are discussed in
Section 5.3 below), insisted that the author was a sixteenth-century physician named Anthony Askham (or Ascham), who
had published several almanacs. astrological works. and an herbal. | Tiltman has ferreted out references to a number of these.
as early printed books: see Askham 1548a. 1548b. 1550, 1552. and 1593.) Strong claimed, further. to have deciphered
Askham's name on folio 93 of the manuscripe. No ather student has accepted this theorv, and Strong's proposed readings of
the text have been emphaticallv rejected.

Other General Suggestions Regarding Authorship. Dr. Carter claimed to see evidence of “a copyist at work” (1946. p.
11. He mentions duplication among the zodiac diagrams. there being in fact two leaves showing the Ram, Aries, and two
showing the Bull. Taurus. (These diagrams are, 1n actuality, quite different when examined carefullv, and the apparent
“duplications” are onlv superficial; the pairing of diagrams for these two zodiac signs clearlv had some definite purpose
known onlv to the author of the manuscript.) Dr. Singer. in a letter to Tiltman (12 November. 1957) expresses the opinion
that the origin of the manuscript was somehow related to Rudolph’s court and to John Dee. While he does not further
specity the nature of the connection, one gains the impression that he may have had in mind an idea similar to Brumbaugh's
discussed above. Panofskv states the following view: "My idea alwavs was that the manuscript was written by a doctor or
quack trving to impart what he considered secret knowledge to his son or heir™ (1954, p. 2).

2.3 Provenience and Underlying Language

England. Medieval Latin. Voynich, as we have seen. traced the manuscript to Roger Bacon. in the England of the late
thirteenth century. He probably also. therefore, assumed the underlving “plaintext " to be the medieval Latin of the Schools.
used by Bacon in all his surviving works. Newbold (1028, p. 44) also gives the manuscript an English origin, claiming to rest
his opinion on "the judgement of experts” not further identified. based on the parchment. ink and style of the drawings. His
proposed decipherment produced a form of medieval Latin. The language which Feely (1943) claimed to have discovered in
the manuscript was also Latin. but in a svstem of abbreviated forms not considered acceptable by other scholars, who
unanimously rejected his readings of the text.

England. Medieval English. Leonell Strong (1045) maintained that he had deciphered the text as medieval English; as
we will see in Section 5.3 below. other students have rejected his theory and the plaintext he produced. both as valid
medieval English and as a correct decipherment of the Vovnich text.

Unspec'fied European. Latin. Elizebeth Friedman (1962) states that her husband, William Friedman, agreed with other
qualified experts that “the country of origin is definitely European: it might be England. France, ltaly. or what is now
Germany.” She adds. further. that “the text is based upon a written language that is probablv Latin. the language of all
learned and scientific discourses of that period. but may be medieval English. French. Italian. or Teutonic.” These views
seem to leave us with a discouragingly wide choice. indicating that the “experts” could fix upon no definite evidence to
narrow the area of their search.

Italy. Hellmut Lehmann—Haupt, Bibliographical Consultant to H. P. Kraus (owner of the manuscript between 1962 and
1969). suggested in a letter to John Tiltman dated 1 November. 1963 that ltalv was a likely country of origin. He states.
“While both paleographically and historicallv speaking. Italy is as likelv a place of origin as any other country of Europe.
there is no evidence that the manuscript must have been made in Venice, or elsewhere in Northern Italy. The possibility that
it comes from Central or Southern Italy is still open. and this could very well mean exposure to the Arab world.”” He proposes
that Arabic should be considered as a candidate for the underlying language. Robert Steele suggests that some of the writing
on the last page may be “perhaps in a North Italian hand* (1928b, p. 564). Brumbaugh draws evidence from details in
some of the drawings for his theory of a relatively late date and a European provenience. Thus. in one of the zodiac-like
circular diagrams, he says "Sagittarius wears a fifteenth-century Florentine archer’s hat in his medallion (though it is
retouched over the month name)™” (1975, p. 349).

Germany or Eastern Europe. Charles Singer, in a letter to Tiltman dated 12 November. 1957, states his feeling that the
manuscript is *'of Germanic origin”. and “"connected with John Dee and that sort of movement.”* He giv= a somewhat fuller
statement of this view in another letter to Dr. G. M. J. Flemming. undated but obviously written at auout the same time:
“The judgement that 1 formed upon the manuscript was that it was of the sixteenth century. of South German work and
possibly related to Prague and John Dee.”” Singer also suggests that Czech, Polish. or some other East-Central European
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language should be considered to underlie the text. Fortunately for students of the manuscripts. whose difficulties are already
sufficiently burdensome, he considers Magyar “highly unlikely.”

Both Singer (in the letter to Flemming) and Panofsky (1954, p. 2). mention a reading of some scattered phrases on the
last page as High German; this reading was proposed. apparently in a private communication, by Richard Salomon of
Kenyon College. Dr. Salomon suggests that a portion of the text in a mixture of scripts should be read: “'so nim geismi | 1| ch
0.", representing a medieval prescription meaning ' (If such and such a condition prevails), then take goat's milk or ...~
This “prescription”, which breaks off in mid-sentence, Salomon sees as continuous with the preceding text on the line. He
suggests an interpretation in German also for the brief words found on folio 66r. near a figure of a man lving on his back as
if sick or dead. and surrounded by several ambiguous objects. He reads the text as “der mussteil ", referring to the obligatory
endowment of a widow with household goods on her husband’s death.

2.4 Date of Origin

Thirteenth or Fourteenth Century. Vovnich (1921, p. -i15) assigned the manuscript to the latter half of the thirteenth
century, as we have seen above. Newbold stated that "in the judgement of experts.” a study of parchment. ink. and stvle of
drawings placed the manuscript in the thirteenth century. (1928, p. 44). Petersen says. "I agree with Mr. Tiltman that the
juxtaposition of a herbal with the kind of astrological tables found here indicates a fairly early date for the manuscript. The
thirteenth century manuscripts of St. Hildegarde of Bingen show drawings illustrating the influence of the heavenly bodies
and elementary celestial forces upon the vegetative and animate life of the earth. The fourteenth century manuscript Vatican
1906 has somewhat similar astronomical drawings™™ (1953, p. 2). Steele provides the following interesting comments. with
the benefit of his expert knowledge and personal familiarity with medieval manuscripts (and in particular the works of Roger
Bacon): “The usual methods of dating a manuscript fail us; the writing cannot be placed. the vellum is coarse for the
thirteenth century. but not impossible. the ink is good. Only the drawings remain, and owing to their complete absence of
style the difficulty of dating is but increased. [t is strange that the draftsman should have so completely escaped all medieval
or Renaissance influence”” (1928b, p. 563).

Fifteenth Century. Hugh O'Neill, a prominent American botanist. published an identification of certain plant drawings as
New World species: “"The most startling identification. . .was folio 93. which is quite plainly the common sunflower.
Helianthus Annuus L. Six botanists have agreed with me on this determination. This immediately recalls the date 1493,
when the seeds of this plant were brought to Europe for the first time (bv Columbus on his return from his second vovage).
Again folio 101v shows a drawing which does not resemble any native European fruit. but suggests plainly Capsicum. a
genus strictly American in origin. known in Europe onlv after the above date. . . . It seems necessary to consider this
manuscript as having been written after 1493 (1944, p. 126). Other scholars. however. completely reject O'Neill's
identification of the sunflower and pepper plant. and are as emphatic in their claim that none of the plants pictured in the
manuscript are of New World origin. Helmut Lehmann-Haupt (bibliographical consultant to H. P. Kraus) stated in a letter
to Tiltman dated 1 November. 1963, that “there is a near agreement on the date of the CIPHER manuscript as around, or a
little after. the vear 1400.”

Sixteenth Century. Panofsky adds his voice to these suggesting a late date for the origin of the mysterious codex: " Were it
not for the sunflower | as identified by O'Neill] . . .1 should have thought that it was executed a little earlier. sav about 1470.
However. since the style of the drawings is fairly provincial. a somewhat later date. even the first vears of the sixteenth
century, would not seem to be excluded. 1 should not go lower than ca. 1510-1520 because no influence of the Italian
Renaissance style is evident. The above date is based on the character of the script. the stvle of drawing and on such costumes
as are in evidence on certain pages. for example folio 72 recto |probably referring to the costumes in the Gemini
representations|.” (1954, p. 1). Elizebeth Friedman states the consensus of expert opinion at the time as follows:
“'Paleographic experts agree that the nature of the drawings. the writing, the ink and vellum. etc.. indicate that the
manuscript is certainly of later origin than the thirteenth century. The female figures. for example. are not the angular forms
characteristic of that period but are of a later. rotund. period. Some experts suggest that the probable period in which it was
written was 1500, plus or minus twenty years™ (1962).

A. H. Carter reports the similar judgement of Miss Nill {a friend of Mrs. Voynich who accompanied him when he
examined the manuscript in (1946): “The style of the drawings. especially the conventions of the line drawings in the
women, suggest to Miss Nill, quite properly. that the manuscript is far later than the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries.
There is nothing 'Gothic" or angular about them. They are fat and rotund and suggest in their style the influence of the




